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Pyburn: John Westcott’s Plan for Public Education in Florida, 1844

JOHN WESTCOTT’S PLAN FOR PUBLIC
EDUCATION IN FLORIDA, 1844
by NITA KATEL&INE PYIXJRN

In 1843 the Legislative Council of Florida passed
two acts pertaining to education ; one providing that
“the sheriff of the several counties . . . be Commissioners
of school’lands in their respective counties.” Each was
to rent or lease the land and retain ten percent as commission. The remainder of the proceeds was to be paid
to the county treasurer at the beginning of the year. The
county court was to appropriate the fun.ds thus accruing
“to the education of the poor children of the County in
which such land was situated.“l In 1844 another act was
passed which provided that the people of the township
elect trustees to administer the land.2
The second act pertaining to schools passed in 1843
was entitled “An Act for the preservation of the Seminary Lands . . . and the disposition of the fund arising
from the lease thereof.” It provided for the appointment
by the Governor and with the consent of the Legislative
Council of five Trustees to be known as the Trustees of
the Seminary Lands. They were to serve without pay,
and were to “take charge of the fund named, or to be
obtained from Congress under the act for the distribution of the proceeds of the lands among the States and
1. Acts of Florida, 1843, pp. 34-36

According to the Northwest Ordinance of 1785 section sixteen of
each township was to be retained for schools. Payson Jackson
Treat, d%e National Land System, 1785-1810, p. 264. “The Ohio
enabIing Act estabhshed the necessary precedent for future educational grants. After this time Congress would reserve school and
and seminary lands during the Territorial period and then vest
them in the State on its admission into the Union . . .” Ibid., p. 272.
The federal law which was the general directive for reserving the
sixteenth section in each township for common schools was given
in 182%. Public Statutes at Large of the U.nite& States of Amerioa,
Vol. IV., p. 179. The federal law which gave the territory of
Fiorida the use of the land was passed in 1827. The State was
to lease the school and seminary lands from year to year and
appropriate the money for schools. Ibid., pp. 201-202.
2. Acts of Florida, 1844, pp. 61-64.
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Territories, and also the Seminary Fund in the Treasury,
and the sum due from rent dr occupancy of said
Lands . . .“3
Thomas Baltzell was the first president of this
Board of Trustees.4 He sent out a circular which had the
endorsement of the Governor, dated November 12,X344.”
The aim as stated was to obtain “information expedient
and proper to the promotion of education in Florida.”
The Board had in mind the adoption of means of securing
the “inestimable blessings of a good education” to every
child in Florida. They thought this could be done with the
aid and cooperation of the people throughout the state.
The Board was to ‘ ‘ . . . prepare and digest a plan for
the instruction of youth throughout the Territory.”
The circular calling for opinions, presented an op:
portunity to John Westcott to present a plan for a system
of education better suited to the needs of a government,
3. Acts of FlwXa, 1843, pp. 36-37.
In lS23 the Federal Government reserved from sale an entire
township in East Florida and one in West Florida for the use
of Seminaries of Learning, Public Statutes at Large of t?be United
States of America, Vol. III. p. 756. The Ohio enabling act set the
precedent for the distribution of five per cent of the proceeds of
the land sales. Payson Jackson Trent, op. cit., p. 268.
The two acts of 1843 reflected the dual system of education which
was transplanted from England and practiced by practically all
of the states unti1 after 1850. Ellwood P. Cubberley, Pub& Edueution in the Unite& States, pp. 198-206; Stuart G. Noble, A History.
of America?& E&z&cation, pp. 125, 149-150, 160; Edgar W. Knight,
History of Education in the United States, 264 ff.
4, Thomas Balteell was born in Frankfort, Kentucky in 1804. After
he was licensed to practice law in 1825, he moved to Jackson
county, Florida, which county he represented in the Legislative
Council in 1832 and the Constitutional Convention in 1838-9. He
was Trustee of the Seminary Lands in 1843-1844, “Elected by the
General Assembly in 1845 as first judge of the Eastern Judicial
Court, he served until 1853, when he was elected Chief Justice of
the Supreme Court” which position he held until 1859. He represented Leon county in the House of Representatives in 1862-1863
and in the Constitutional Convention in 1865. He died in Tallahassee in 1866. Martuscript Gollectio% of Dorothy Dodd, ‘State
Library, Tallahassee, Florida.
5. A copy of the circular is in Papers and Documents Relatiz;e to
Seminary Lands, Field Note Division, State Department of Agriculture, Tallahassee, Florida.
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“‘deriving its just powers from the consent of the
governed. ’’
WESTCOTT’S P L A N

Plans for a system of education suited to the needs
of a democracy worked out by Horace Mann, Caleb Mills,
and others are widely known. Almost unknown is the one
presented by John Westcottl of Madison, Florida in his
answer to the circular sent out by the Board of Trustees
in 1844. According to the plan, he envisioned a general
system of education for his state which reflected an
understanding of the relation of education to a republican form of government and how education might be
used to attain deinocracy.
Madison, Fla.
Nov. 28, /44

Dear Sir: ’
Your circular upon the subject of education has been
received. I have made those enquiries, and take the first
opportunity to answer [your questions] as far as
possible.
To the first:
What is the mmaber of childien ilz your County between the ages of ten and twenty-ooze?
Answer: That we have at least 300.
To the 2nd:
What is the mmber of schools in y/o& County, with
the wumber of scholars ir, each?

We have at present four schools, about fifty scholars
receive their benefit, probably half the year.

1. John Westcott (1805-1889), a brother of James D. Westcott, was
a native of New Jersey. He was a cadet at West Point and smdied
medicine which he practiced during the Seminole War (1837-1842)
and during the Civil War. He served as surveyor general, and
was a projector of internal improvements in Florida and the father
of the early east coast canal system. In 1885 he was a member
of the Constitutional Convention. Rowland H. Rerick, Hemoirs
of Plorida, Vol. II, pp. 157 ff.
The letter from Westcott is in Papers anct Documents ReZa.tive
to seminary La&s, Field Note Division, State Department of
Agriculture, Tallahassee, Florida.
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To the 3rd:
What number of chiEdre% receive advasztages of edticati in your Cozmty?

-Not one half.
To the 4th:

What is the course of insfrzcctio+z ig~ your CozlNty?

In three schools reading, writing, & arithmetic; in
one, the above with Geography, philosophy, & music.
To the 5th:
Are the schools sustaked through nzeans of the 16th
sectiotis, or have they derived ben.efits from them?

The Schools have received no benefits from the Six:
teenth Sections
To the 6th:
Are those sections, &n your Cozcnty, of value, and
may, they or mot be turned to accoutit.2

They are of value, and may be turned to account.
To the 7th:
What pla% would you propose to make those la/nds

most available for the use of the schools?
This is a very difficult subject, but one upon which
I have thought much, for several years. I have formed
a plan in my mind. The leading features of which is to
create a large common School fund (out of the rents of
the land) gradually impress upon the public mind, the
importance of Popular Education, a.nd as the importance
of the Subject progresses in each township, for them to
receive the Benefit of the fund. At present, I would have
the school lands in each county rented out-(in December of each year) to the highest bidder, by a commissioner of school lands and fund in each county (The
commissioner to be appointed by the Governor and Senate). The money received should be loaned out (unless
it is required for immediate use). That it should be a part
of the duty of the School Commissioner of each county
to cause a notice to be put up annually in each township
(having within its bounds twenty scholars) calling voters
together, and personally inquire by vote taken (the ma-
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jority at the meeting to rule the township) the amount
of tax if any they are willing to raise, upon an equal
assessment of their property toward the support of a
common School in their township. That said township
shall receive from the School funds an amount equal to
half (third) (quarter) the amount they raise by tax.
That there should be a Sec’ty of School Land & funds,
to reside in Tallahassee, to whom all the Bonds for
money loaned out by the School Commissioner of Each
County should be made payable, whose duty it should
be to receive the interest, keep accounts with the Commis,sioners, have a general Superintendence of the School
lands in each county, b~0 into the Territorial or State
School fund, without it is drawn before a limited time,
by a tax upon themselves as above stated, after it gets
there, to remain sacred until the fund amounts to $ . . . . . . . . . . . .
(enough for the annual interest to support the schools).
To the 8th:
What pla;lz wozcld you propose as to the fund of

@,OOO derked from the Getieral Gover%me&?
I would recommend that it be immediately expended
for uniform libraries (for each c.ounty in the Territory)
to be accessible under proper regulations to all classes of
community ; including particularly the rising generation
of both sexes over 12 years of age. Well selected libraries, I believe would form important auxiliaries of public
instruction and moral reformation. The books to be chiefly works on morals, natural philosophy, Natural History,
Geography, Agriculture, Astronomy, History, and Biology, Chemistry & .Physiology, and Political Economy.
To the 9th:
What dispositiocu, would you suggest of the Seminary
Law&s, cknd of the fuxd received through rent?

Rented at present & the money received, added to
the school fund.
To the 10th:
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,
W h a t number o f childrerz f r o m yaw County, are
se& abroad for e.ducatioN, astd at what expewe?

None.
I know not, that I can offer any suggestion, not likely to occur to the board of trustees. Were I to hazard
any, it would be, to impress upon the board the importance of urging the Legislative Council to adopt at once,
a general system of education and of raising a common
school fund. “A popular government withont popular
information or the means of acquiring it, is but a Prologue to a farce, tragedy, or perhaps both.” Knowledge
will ever govern ignorance, and a people who mean to be
their own governors, must arm themselves with the power which knowledge gives. Education is to the Republican
body politic, what vital air is to the natural body; necessary to its very existence, without which it would sickem,
droop, and die.
The system adopted, ought to be considered in its
broadest sense, as not only embracing literary and scientific, but political, moral, and religious instruction. On
education viewed in this light depends that is good
and great, magnanimous and praiseworthy in the human
character, and esse&iaZZy important to the social state
of man. The institutions of our country are bottomed
upon the virtue and intelligence of the people and on the
maintenance a.nd preservation of that foundation will
our prosperity depend. Let the great body of people be
well informed, and their moral character be preserved,
they will know and understand their rights and privileges. A correct moral principle will always prompt them
to a faithful performa.nce of civil and social duties which
will inevitably insure the enjoyment of .those rights and
privileges. A proper education gives us a veneration for
God, a charity for our neighbor, learns us our duty to
each other as citizens. It unmasks things that seemed
terrible and insurmountable to us, refutes our. errors,
restrains our luxury, reproves our avarice.
As a matter of policy, education is the first great
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interest to look to, before, and after going into a State
Government. Eeep the Mass virtuous and well informed,
and the penal laws on our Statute book, will, in a great
measure, become obsolete and a dead letter. It is certa.inly
safer, and easier, by reasonable administration of gentle
preventives, to ward off a disease from the natural body,
than to be compelled to eradicate the disorder, when introduced, and seated in the system. So with a republican
form of government, it is safer, wiser, and less expensive
by a proper system of education, to preserve the virtue
and integrity of the people, and thereby prevent the introduction of crime, and moral disease, than be compelled
to use harsh and severe measures to root them out. One
hundred dollars judiciously laid out in the education of
youth, will go further in the maintenance of a free government, and in promoting the happiness and prosperity
of the people, than thousands expended in enacting criminal codes, establishing and maintaining courts of judicature, jails and penitentiaries, without education. It is
certainly better policy to take precautionary measures
to make and keep men good citizens, than to be compelled
to use coercive measures to restrain them when they have
become bad. The former if reasonably attended to is
easy. The latter is diffimlt if not impracticable.
Our government is, and must always be, moved by
public opinion, or the sentiments of the people, a.nd it
would not be possible for the Legislature to establish,
and szcccessfullg maintain, any course of measures, however wise and salutary, contrary to the sentiments of the
great body of the people, hence the need of a system of
general education which will not be onerous in the beginning, but gradually develop its benefits, as the people
understand and take advantage, in primary meeting of
its provisions.
The subject is leading me too far, but if the view
taken of the importance of popular education be correct,
it is a subject upon which we all should feel an interest,
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and cooperate, not only for our own best interests, but
for the prosperity and happiness of generations, and
ages in the future.
Yours Respectfully,
J OHN

WESTCOTT

Hon. Thomas Baltzell
President Board of Trustees
Seminary Lands
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